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Recommendations on the precise number of employees per supervisor are not possible 
given the broad variation in the nature of organizations. Private companies with a single 
product or mission and no public oversight can be very effective with large spans of 
control, while governments operating with public scrutiny and performing complex and 
varied functions generally call for smaller numbers. Audits of similar local governments 
show a span of control ratio to average 4-6 employees per supervisor, with individual 
single function departments often having higher numbers. 

Table 2 shows the factors that should be considered when evaluating an organization's 
optimal span of control. 

Table 2: Factors Influencing Span of Control 

Narrower Span of 
Factor Control Wider 
Nature of Complex Not complex 
work 
Similarity of activities Performed Different Similar 
Clarity of organizational Not clear Clear 
objectives 
Degree of task Fuzzy Definite rules 
certainty 
Degree of risk in the work for the 
organization 

High Low 

Degree of public High Low 
scrutiny 
Supervisor's qualifications and Weak Strong 
experience 
Burden of non-supervisory 
duties 

Heavy Light 

Degree of coordination High Low 
required 
Availability of staff None Abundant 
assistance 
Qualifications and experience of Weak Strong 
subordinates 
Geographic location of Dispersed Together 
subordinates 

Source: City of Portland Span of Control Study, prepared for the City of Portland Audit Services Division by 
Public Knowledge, Inc. and The Kemp Consulting Group, June 15, 1994, p. 11-3 as found in 2002 Kansas City Performance 
Audit. 
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DEPARTMENT OF PERSONNEL SERVICES SUBCOMMITTEE 
REPORT 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Our focus in the area of the Department of Personnel Services (DPS) was 
primarily of the financial impact of open positions and lead times to fill those 
positions. In our review of DPS records, August 2008 showed approximately 320 
open positions. 45% initiated in 2008, 35% from 2007 and 20% filed prior to 
2007. In fiscal year 2008, the County paid $11M in overtime wages. Long lead 
times to fill open positions delays progress on key County initiatives and creates 
stress in the workplace and unnecessary overtime pay. 

II. OBSERVATIONS/FINDINGS 
• There are a variety of reasons that positions remain open for long periods of 

time to include: lack of qualified candidates, wage rate issues, static 
recruitment efforts, positions being held open by departments (for internal 
promotions), etc. 

• We found that in some cases positions were not accurately posted Gob title 
listed did not match the actual duties of the job) presumably due to the arduous 
process of changing a job classification or title. 

• Some departments (Police) have creative and proactive recruitment practices 
that should be examined for best practice purposes and used by other 
departments with high numbers of open positions and high volumes of 
overtime pay. 

• The process of submitting only five applications I resumes at a time is 
restrictive. This process can extend the recruitment timeline leaving positions 
open longer and can cause a qualified candidate to be overlooked or lost if 
they find other employment elsewhere during the lengthy County process. 

• DPS tends to be heavily focused on the regulatory aspects of the discipline i.e. 
job classification, etc. 

III. ACTIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS 
• As mentioned previously, the lack of fiduciary responsibility in job descriptions 

allows for a lack of accountability in both DPS and the departments to expedite 
the filling of open positions. Financial accountability should be incorporated 
into key job descriptions. 

• We recommend a process audit in DPS to review the workflow of all aspects of 
filing open positions to identify bottlenecks, inefficiencies, and best practices. 

• While DPS will always have responsibility to abide by statutory mandates, 
there exists opportunity for this department to benchmark private sector 
practices and to partner with departments to effectively and efficiently staff the 
County with high quality talent. 


